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                                     BAPTISM: PLACE AND PURPOSE   7-16-16 

     (Titus 3) This morning we will look at a subject on which I have not taught in my seven years of 

ministry here; and I believe it is due a look. It is a subject that has produced no little division in the 

Christian community.  That errors about baptism abound there is no doubt, but some of those errors 

are minor while some are major. In our study we will deal with the more important issues first and 

then move to concerns of lesser weight as we go. The biggest question surrounding baptism and the 

most important point of division is over the necessity of baptism for individual salvation. Is baptism 

essential if one is to be saved, be justified, be right with God, and prepared for heaven? Or can one 

be saved without it? That is the great question. Years ago I used to watch a TV program called  

The John Ankerberg Show. Ankerberg was a Christian talk show host who would bring on his show 

people with diverse views who then debate over certain issues. The first one I ever saw had as 

guests four theologians: two Church of Christ ministers who defended the view that baptism is 

needed for salvation and two mainstream evangelicals who argued that justification depends on 

faith plus nothing. These men sat on opposite sides of a stage and hurled Scripture verses at each 

other as polemical grenades. The issue: Is baptism necessary for salvation? I want to answer that 

for you today. You can debate me later but my answer to the question, “Is baptism necessary for 

salvation?” is “yes, it is.” To my defense I call forth a garrison of verses which I have printed in 

your bulletin. The first is Titus 3:4-6 But when the kindness of God our Savior and His love for 

mankind appeared, 5 He saved us, not on the basis of deeds which we have done in righteousness, 

but according to His mercy, by the washing of regeneration and renewing by the Holy Spirit, 6 

whom He poured out upon us richly through Jesus Christ our Savior. Now the term “washing” in 

verse 5 is a synonym for the word “baptism.” It says we have been saved by the washing. Romans 

6:4 Therefore we have been buried with Him through baptism into death, so that as Christ was 

raised from the dead through the glory of the Father, so we too might walk in newness of life. What 

is the result of baptism? We walk in newness of life. Galatians 3:27 For all of you who were 

baptized into Christ have clothed yourselves with Christ. How is one clothed with Christ? By being 

baptized. I Peter 3:21 Corresponding to that, baptism now saves you--not the removal of dirt from 

the flesh, but an appeal to God for a good conscience--through the resurrection of Jesus Christ.  

These verses should be clear -- if you haven’t been baptized you haven’t been saved. There is really 

nothing very confusing in that. The word of God is not fuzzy on that issue.  
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     So, what is all the confusion about? The confusion is due to the fact that every time we think of 

baptism we think of water. In the epistles of Paul the term “baptism” rarely refers to water. As in 

the verses I read it refers to the Holy Spirit baptism that Jesus Christ brings upon a life. Remember 

what John said of Jesus: “I baptize you with water but one is coming who will baptize you with the 

Holy Spirit.” The important baptism in the New Testament is not with water by the preacher but 

with the Holy Spirit by the Savior. And it is vital that we know the difference. I Peter 3:21ab 

Corresponding to that, baptism now saves you, not the removal of dirt from the flesh. Those who 

exalt water baptism are looking at the Bible cross-eyed and those who require it for salvation as do 

Roman Catholics, Campbellites and many Anglican-Episcopalians, are distorting the gospel. We 

used to have a little church up the road from ours back in the early 80s. It was called the 

Pentecostal Tabernacle. Their people dropped off some tracts one day that told the way of 

salvation. 3 parts: (1) Your part - believe in Jesus. (2) God’s part - baptize you with the Holy Spirit 

resulting in tongues-speech. (3) The minister’s part - baptize with water. You didn’t know I was 

essential for salvation did you? It was news to me too. If water baptism were indeed a saving 

ordinance, if it were in any way necessary for eternal life, how in the world could the apostle Paul 

say in I Corinthians 1:14-17b I thank God that I baptized none of you except Crispus and Gaius, 15 

so that no one would say you were baptized in my name. 16 Now I did baptize also the household of 

Stephanas; beyond that, I do not know whether I baptized any other. 17 For Christ did not send me 

to baptize, but to preach the gospel.  

     Am I being clear? Let me explain further what I am saying about Holy Spirit baptism. I am not 

referring, as do our Pentecostal friends, to an event after conversion which occurs in some 

Christians. I am referring to an event united to conversion. It is inaccurate to say, as some dear 

brothers do, that there are Christians and there are Spirit-baptized Christians. I actually heard a man 

in Jackson, Mississippi tell 5000 people that there were less than a dozen men in the whole world 

who were Spirit-baptized. He was serious, and, of course, he was one of the twelve. I Corinthians 

12:13 For by one Spirit we were all baptized into one body, whether Jews or Greeks, whether 

slaves or free, and we were all made to drink of one Spirit. All, all, all. In Christ, we have all been 

baptized by the Spirit, not by water.  

    Now, there is a relationship between Spirit-baptism and water baptism. It is that of reality and 

symbol, not as some say, cause and effect. Some folks see the sacrament as the cause of the real 
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thing. No-no! Spirit-baptism and water baptism may both be called “baptism” but the difference 

between baptism and baptism is like the difference between graduation and graduation. You see, 

the term “graduation” may refer to one of 2 things:  

   (1) The real thing. The real graduation which takes place in the dynamic of student-teacher-

registrar. If you have passed the right classes and paid all the right bills you graduate. It is the 

completion of work and the conferring of a degree. Now that is what really counts right? Right? (2) 

But there is another thing we call graduation. That is a ceremony. On May 28, 1982 my class had 

our graduation from Reformed Theological Seminary. We wore robes, funny caps, and marched 

down an aisle smiling for pictures.  It began at 7pm and was over at 8pm. Now it would be absurd 

to say that that ceremony brought about and caused the true graduation. No! It was simply a 

symbol, an outward recognition of what had already transpired. There were those who truly 

graduated who did not go thru the ceremony. They missed it. But they are just as graduated as I am. 

It is also possible to go thru the ceremony and not truly graduate. We heard horror stories of 1981 

when several students went thru the line only to find inside their diploma a slip of paper saying, 

“Sorry, you must complete this course or pass this test or redo this paper.” They graduated but they 

did not graduate. And just so you can be Spirit-baptized and not water baptized or you can be 

water-baptized and not Spirit-baptized and there is a whole world full of the latter. 

       I hope this is all clear for you. Baptism of the Spirit is the work of God whereby we are 

cleansed, changed, gifted for service and united to Christ so that all His benefits are ours. It is grand 

and glorious, essential for salvation and an event symbolized by, but not inseparably joined to 

water baptism. So the answer to the question, “Is baptism essential for salvation?” is what? Spirit-

baptism yes; water baptism no. 

   But what about those passages that present water baptism as an essential part of the gospel 

message? Maybe you have encountered someone who quotes to you Acts 2:38 Peter said to them, 

"Repent, and each of you be baptized in the name of Jesus Christ for the forgiveness of your sins; 

and you will receive the gift of the Holy Spirit. There it indicates that a saving response to the 

gospel includes both repentance and baptism. Elsewhere, it may indicate that a saving response 

involves faith and baptism. I had an encounter once with a Church of Christ minister who kept 

saying that faith + baptism = salvation. But faith without baptism does not. What do we say about 

the two or three verses they bring forth to defend that position? First of all, we should recognize 
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that faith + baptism does = salvation. Repentance + baptism = salvation. Calling on the Lord + 

baptism = salvation. These are true statements. It is also a true statement to say, “When it rains and 

thunders the grass gets wet.” Thunder is something that frequently accompanies rain just as baptism 

almost always accompanies saving faith but the rain alone is sufficient to make the grass wet and 

faith alone is sufficient to justify a sinner. Over and over again in the New Testament, especially in 

the teaching of Jesus, we find this kind of statement, “he who believes has eternal life.” This is said 

repeatedly, without a mention of baptism. In the same way it is fine to say, “When it rains the grass 

gets wet.” because the thunder is incidental to the wetting of the grass. It would be inaccurate to say 

“when it thunders the grass gets wet.” It would be even more inaccurate to say that thunder is 

essential to get the grass wet. Just so it is inaccurate to say that water baptism is the cause of 

justification or to say that it is essential for justification. Nowhere is there a plain statement proving 

that baptism is a prerequisite for justification. On the other hand there is a plain statement to the 

contrary. That is in Romans 4. 

   Before you look there I think I should make this point very clear. Baptism is important. It is not 

an option for the Christian. It is commanded by our Savior. If you read the preaching of the apostles 

in Acts you will see that baptism is closely linked to the gospel message. Being baptized is 

presented as the first expression of Christian faith, but is it essential? Is it essential? I have to ask, 

“Essential for what?” Essential for obedience - yes. Essential for justification? Or essential to 

receive eternal life? Absolutely not. This is the precise question being discussed in Romans 4. The 

only place in the Scriptures where this issue I am addressing is taken up as an issue is in Galatians 

and Romans 4. So, we are wise to pay close attention to what we find taught here. Paul intends to 

discuss the relationship of faith with the sign of faith. Romans 4: 1-3 What then shall we say that 

Abraham, our forefather according to the flesh, has found? 2 For if Abraham was justified by 

works, he has something to boast about, but not before God. 3 For what does the Scripture say? 

"ABRAHAM BELIEVED GOD, AND IT WAS CREDITED TO HIM AS RIGHTEOUSNESS.”  Here 

we find the basic point that Abraham, our example, our spiritual forefather, was justified or made 

right with God, on the basis of faith apart from works. 9-10ab Is this blessing then on the 

circumcised, or on the uncircumcised also? For we say, "FAITH WAS CREDITED TO ABRAHAM 

AS RIGHTEOUSNESS. 10 How then was it credited? While he was circumcised, or 

uncircumcised? This is the question Paul is posing. When was Abraham justified? Was he justified 
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only after he had received the sign of faith which was circumcision? 10 How then was it credited? 

While he was circumcised, or uncircumcised? Not while circumcised, but while uncircumcised. 

What Paul is reminding the Jew is that in the book of Genesis we read in chapter 15 that Abraham 

was declared just by God on the basis of faith and yet it wasn’t until Genesis 17 that Abraham was 

circumcised. So, he was justified prior to receiving the appointed sacrament. And, if someone is 

justified prior to receiving the sign of cleansing, then is the sign essential for justification? 

Obviously not. It may be a post-requisite of salvation. It may be important and commanded but it is 

not what makes a man saved nor is it a prerequisite for eternal life. What Paul is laboring to prove 

is that justification comes to us on the basis of faith plus nothing.  11-13 he received the sign of 

circumcision, a seal of the righteousness of the faith which he had while uncircumcised, so that he 

might be the father of all who believe without being circumcised, that righteousness might be 

credited to them, 12 and the father of circumcision to those who not only are of the circumcision, 

but who also follow in the steps of the faith of our father Abraham which he had while 

uncircumcised. 13 For the promise to Abraham or to his descendants that he would be heir of the 

world was not through the Law, but through the righteousness of faith. This Paul says to prove his 

point made in Romans 3:28 we maintain that a man is justified by faith apart from the works of the 

law. Apart from any works, including circumcision or, in our case, baptism. Got it? Got it. 

    Where I want us to go from here is to look at the meaning or significance of water baptism. But 

before we do that I want to make very clear what baptism does not mean. First, it does not mean 

that this act is in any way causative or simultaneous with a person’s conversion or regeneration or 

Spirit-baptism. The Scriptures nowhere teach this view of baptismal regeneration. To say that water 

baptism produces or brings about Spirit-baptism is to hold backwards the effect and its sign or 

symbol. Secondly, this sacrament does not mean that the child or the adult receiving it has been or 

ever will be converted, regenerated or Spirit-baptized. It is possible, when we baptize an adult, that 

we baptize a person who is not yet born-again. We can’t look upon the heart. We can’t make a 

sincerity check. Also, we don’t know the spiritual condition of a child who is brought for baptism. 

The Scriptures tell us that John the Baptist was filled with the Spirit while in his mother’s womb. It 

is possible that a newborn child could already be renewed by God. We don’t know that yet but that 

doesn’t matter for this sacrament. It is also possible that the baptized child will never be converted. 

We believe that normally a child raised in a Christian home and the church will forever follow 
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Jesus but we have no guarantees and in baptism we claim no promise of God that our children will 

be saved. God doesn’t make such a blanket promise to believing parents. So then, we see that 

baptism doesn’t cause salvation nor does it represent a guarantee of salvation. So, what does it 

mean? What is the significance of baptism whether adult baptism or infant baptism? Baptism is at 

least three things.  

     (1) First, baptism is a symbol of the work of the Holy Spirit. Titus 3 refers to the Spirit when it 

says 3:6 whom He poured out upon us richly through Jesus Christ our Savior. And the pouring out 

of the Holy Spirit results in our souls being cleansed. Baptism, at its most basic, is a ritual that 

celebrates cleansing. And how are our souls cleansed? Not by something a preacher does, but by 

what God does. The major difference among Christ followers when it comes to baptism is not 

between the Baptists and the Presbyterians. Our differences are quite minor. The major difference 

is between those who see baptism as changing spiritual reality and those of us who see it as 

representing and celebrating spiritual reality. The suggestion that a water-ritual performed by 

human hands actually changes spiritual reality is contrary to the simplicity and God-centeredness of 

the gospel. So, baptism is not the saving work of God, but it symbolizes that work of God. The 

pouring out of water preaches a sermon about the cleansing grace of God and every man’s need of 

that grace. Just as the Lord’s Supper visibly displays before us the work of Jesus in redemption, so 

baptism visibly displays before us the work of the Holy Spirit. Its function then is that of a sign. 

Now take a look at this picture of a sign. Go ahead and read that. (Caution: This Sign Has Sharp 

Edges). Now what is funny about this sign is that signs aren’t supposed to be about themselves. 

Signs are about something else to which they point, about which they speak. Listen, a couple of 

years ago we got us a new church sign and it is nice. And we want people to pay attention to it, but 

not so they get to know about our sign. The sign is to point them to our church. That’s what signs 

do. Water baptism is a sign. A nice sign, but signs point away from themselves. And in this case, 

the sign points to the Holy Spirit as the agent of our cleansing and renewal in grace.  

    (2) Secondly, now, baptism by water is an initiation into the Covenant community. Just as when 

one becomes a member of a club or fraternity one must undergo an initial initiating ceremony so 

we offer one in the church. It is baptism. Baptism awaits you upon entrance into the household of 

faith. This is one of the reasons we baptize our children. They are not to be regarded by us as 

outsiders. By virtue of their relationship to at least one believing parent they are treated as part of 
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the family of faith. And they are so treated even by churches that don’t practice infant baptism. 

Those of us who are Baptistic in outlook, you don’t look at your kids as outsiders do you? You 

teach them, you pray with them, you lead them to worship. And that is right, we ought to view our 

children as one of us. In I Corinthians 7 we read that, by virtue of having one believing parent, a 

child is regarded as holy, as a part of the set-apart people of God. In Old Testament Israel the 

children were counted as part of the Covenant Community and thus given the sign of the covenant. 

Should the blessing for children be less in the New Testament? I should think not. (More on why 

we baptize infants next week) 

       (3) Thirdly, baptism by water is an indication of your faith in and commitment to the one in 

whose name you and your children are baptized. Romans 4:11 says that circumcision and therefore 

also baptism is a seal of the righteousness of faith. It is the external, visible sign of my internal 

invisible faith. As an adult it means that you are committed to follow after Jesus as your Lord and 

Master. You have aligned yourself with Him as a disciple. As a parent bringing your child for 

baptism it means that you are committed to providing that child a home life in which he will hear 

and see lived out before him the ways and words of God. This is why baptism for adults or for 

children involves certain vows similar to the vows one might make at a wedding. I like to speak of 

baptism in just that way. I saw the baptism of our little ones as a formal betrothal of our child to the 

Lord so that he/she is engaged to belong to Jesus. When Beth and I were at seminary we got to 

know a couple there from India and as we made their acquaintance we asked one of the typical 

questions young couples ask each other. We asked, “How did you two meet.” Their answer was 

one we had never heard before. They said, “Our parents arranged our marriage when we were little 

children.” Woah! That’s different, huh? To us it is. But in most cultures throughout the ages that is 

how it was done. In a similar way, parents who bring their children for baptism are covenanting 

with God that this child should belong to His Son. He is engaged to belong to Jesus. And the 

parents must then raise him according to God’s instructions since he is, in the ultimate sense, His. 

Granted, that child may grow up and break that engagement to his own ruin but the parents at least 

testify in baptism that our child is the Lord’s.  

       So, baptism serves us well as a symbol of the work of the Holy Spirit, as the initiation into the 

Covenant community, and as an indication of your faith and commitment to the One in whose 

name you and your children are baptized. I fear this may come off to some as dry and academic but 
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the subject of water baptism should never be dry. Whether we think of it as the giving over of a 

child to God or the representation of the spiritual cleansing of the Spirit it is a precious thing. And 

how can we apply our study? For one, we can thank God for His grace which baptism celebrates. 

What is more marvelous than being cleansed of a deadly disease? What cause to celebrate can 

compare to this? And it is our cleansing from the pollution of sin by the pouring out of the Spirit 

that baptism symbolizes and celebrates. Second application is to defend before and share with 

others the purity and simplicity of the gospel which invites men to believe and be saved apart from 

any carnal works or church rituals. We are able to say, “Come to Jesus in repentance and faith and 

you will be saved.” Thirdly, you may want to come for baptism yourself. Some of you here may 

have recently accepted Christ and have never been baptized. Now is a great time to initiate that 

process. It is necessary, not for salvation but for obedience. Please be in touch with me about this 

right away. Fourthly, some of you can bring your young ones for baptism. Next week we will spend 

the whole time considering the Scriptural case for infant baptism. It should be interesting, so come 

back with an open mind to hear what God would say.  


